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The theme we are pursuing this summer is newness. How do we become new people? We may wonder sometimes if we are forever stuck in our particular state-whether we are tired and weary, old and worn, cranky and cross, or depressed and run down. From any of these conditions, can we become new again?

When we decide to make some changes in our life, we may try various methods: Go on a diet, join the health club, start walking every day, make some new friends, get some different vitamins, buy a new car or new house. Change doctors. Some might even think they need to get a new wife or husband or partner. Or you may stoke the fire of newness by a new resolve to be faithful at church. We make all kinds of efforts to start over. We’re trying to find a way to bring some newness.

When the disciples needed a new start, they said to Jesus, "Teach us to pray." To our fast-paced, lively society, this request sounds odd, very odd. It was Flannery O’Connor who said, "You shall know the truth, and the truth will make you odd." Part of Jesus’ truth was this: Prayer is the way to newness. People who pray may seem odd; but according to Jesus, this is the way to new life. If you want to be like new, be odd. Follow Jesus. Learn to pray.

If prayer is the way to new life, we need to get our priorities in order. We need to spend a lot more time in prayer. We could talk about all kinds of prayer: blessings at the table, silent prayer, contemplative prayer, intercessory prayer, prayers of thanksgiving. All of these are helpful. But the disciples first learned to pray by looking at how Jesus prayed.

Today we begin a series of reflections on the prayer life of Jesus. You may think you’ve come to a Bible study, but I hope you don’t mind doing a little Bible study in church. I am indebted to Fred Craddock for his various insights about this study. (See Craddock tapes, "The Prayer Life of Jesus," Bell Tower Productions) 

We can learn a lot by observing and reflecting on Jesus’ own prayer life. The major place to learn this is in the Gospel of Luke. Luke says more about the prayer life of Jesus than all the other Gospels combined. Matthew and Mark speak of Jesus praying but only briefly. In the Gospel of John there is no direct mention of Jesus’ praying. There is a long prayer in John 17, but that’s more of a sermon than a prayer. Luke is the one who chronicles the prayer life of Jesus. 

In today’s passage from Luke, the disciples are finally getting around to asking Jesus "Teach us to pray." We will ponder in a few minutes what took them to chapter 11 of Luke before they got around to asking. But first let’s go back, and look at some of what Luke tells us about Jesus’ own prayer life.

In the third chapter of Luke there is the story of Jesus’ baptism. Luke is the only Gospel writer who says that "when Jesus had been baptized and was praying, the heaven was opened, and the Holy Spirit descended upon him like a dove. And a voice came from heaven, ‘You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.’" (Luke 3:22, NRSV)

Notice that all this happened (heavens opening, Holy Spirit descending, a Voice speaking) while Jesus was praying. According to Luke, the outpouring of the Holy Spirit is what brings newness and power, and that outpouring is directly related to the prayer life of Jesus. Luke also wrote the book of Acts, which tells us about the birth of the Christian church; and in Acts, we see that same thing happening. The outpouring of the Holy Spirit (new life, new power) for the church is directly related to the prayer life of the church. There is therefore a direct continuity from Jesus’ receiving the Spirit to the early church receiving the Spirit. 

The Holy Spirit is not something you manufacture by gyrations or certain kinds of music or singing. The Holy Spirit is something God gives to those, according to Luke, who are in prayer. (from Fred Craddock)

When any of us are making a new beginning, the place to start is prayer. That’s what Jesus did, and we are his followers. We don’t pray in order to feel better or to get something. We pray from a conviction that God is present, and we want to spend time with God and deepen our connection with God. We want God’s energy to flow into us and through us. That energy happens as we connect to the Source. That can happen only when we stop to pray, when we make our daily appointment with God. We set an intentional time each day to be connected to God. I’ve usually said that 30 minutes a day is a good period; but now I keep hearing thoughtful people say that we need two periods a day, at least an hour a day. 

Henri Nouwen once went to visit Mother Teresa, and he asked her what he could do to strengthen his own prayer life. She said to him, "Spend one hour a day, adoring your Lord, and you’ll be okay." Why an hour? We need enough time to deepen our connection with God. Once we are connected, we have a chance of getting on God’s wave length; we tap in to the power, just like turning on our radio receivers that have been dormant from lack of use. The energy flow is restored, and the Holy Spirit is released in us. It happens through prayer.

I believe Jesus was a mystic and a social activist. (David Steindl-Rast) He was a person of prayer; he was always pulling aside to pray. But it was his prayer that led him back into the middle of human need. This practice of Jesus reminds me of the Catholic university chaplain in the l960’s who kept participating in various civil rights marches. The President of the university, with some irritation, finally called him onto his office and said, "Father, why don’t you stick to praying?" The chaplain responded, "It was praying that got me into this." The chaplain learned this from Jesus. As Sam Cook told me about the civil rights demonstrations, "We would gather to pray, and then we would head for the streets." Jesus stood for healing, justice, and non-violence. But his power came from prayer. Jesus began his ministry in prayer, and we will see that at every crucial point in his life, he is praying.

After his baptism, the next place in Luke where Jesus is at prayer is in Luke 5:15-16. At this point Jesus is gaining popularity. The crowds are all around him. He is a great success. You might expect him to bask in the glory a bit. But what does Jesus do? He withdraws to the desert - or the NRSV says, "to deserted places." In his times of widespread popularity, Jesus frequently retreats to the desert. 

Why does he do that? It could be that he wants to renew his own energy and power. It could be that he is looking for more guidance about his purpose. He may be going to the desert because it’s a place of struggle and temptation, the place where he went for forty days after his baptism. It could be that he is still struggling, wrestling, with something. Or it could be that Jesus is doing what any of us should do when we’re gaining success and popularity. The danger at those times is that you can start believing your own publicity, and your ego begins to rise. So, here when everybody wants to see Jesus, where is he? In the desert, struggling, wrestling, praying. Will he turn his back on these huge crowds, and go to a cross? Maybe that’s what he was struggling with in the desert.

The risk for any of us is that the more successful we are, the more we are tempted to think that we are doing it by our own intelligence, strength, and savvy. But Jesus seems to be teaching us, over and over, that we are to trust God and not ourselves. At your point of greatest strength and success, that’s the point where you need prayer the most.

We need to trust in God’s grace rather than our own gumption. That’s good news. This means that learning to pray is all the more crucial. Otherwise we are left to our own devices, and we all know that we are quite capable of messing things up. 

So why did the disciples ask Jesus, "Teach us to pray"? There could have been a number of reasons. John the Baptist had disciples, and he taught them to pray. ‘We want to be like John’s group." They might have asked Jesus to teach them to pray because they were scared of their own success. They had just come back from the mission of the 70-35 teams. They had seen miracles happen, and the crowds swarmed around them. They could have been overwhelmed by their success, stunned by their ability. "Look at us; we’re hot stuff." When ego emerges, the teachable moment may not be far away. As we said, we can be most vulnerable when we succeed. Failure seems rather easy to handle; it’s success that trips us up. 

One young man was an excellent preacher and was called to a major church. Time came for the first Sunday worship. The new minister was not there. The service began, and the deacons and his family were all looking for him, but he couldn’t be found. You can only sing so many hymns before folks get a bit restless. Then finally they found him at a park bench down the street. He said, "I was scared to death. I know I can do it, but it scares me to know that I can." The deacons said, "Okay, but you have a week to get over it; be in the pulpit next Sunday." Jesus’ disciples may have been afraid of their own strength, their own success. So they asked, "Teach us to pray." (from Fred Craddock)

At the other extreme, the disciples could have asked Jesus to teach them to pray because of their failure. At the end of the Transfiguration story (Luke 9:28-43), Jesus had been on the mountain with Peter, James and John, and the other 9 disciples were waiting at the foot of the mountain. When they got down the mountain, there was a man there with his son who was having seizures. "My wife and I are worried to death that he might fall in the water or in the fire. I hoped that your disciples could heal him, but they could not." Then Jesus healed the boy. And he said, "This can be done only by prayer." 

The disciples couldn’t do it. Out of their failure, the disciples may have said, "It’s time to learn to pray." Until that time, it seems that the only one praying is Jesus. "Some things can be healed only by prayer." Or they could have made this request to Jesus out of their worry, after he had said he was going to be killed. He kept mentioning that to them, and they didn’t want to hear it. They couldn’t handle it.

Whatever the reason, they finally get around to asking Jesus, "Teach us to pray." I have a suspicion that the disciples had been observing Jesus; they saw a vitality and power, and they kept trying to figure where it came from. They finally figured it out that his power came from prayer. They wanted what he had.

So they said, Teach us to pray. Jesus then gives them the Lord’s Prayer. It’s a shorter version in Luke; it has only 5 petitions. In the Lord’s Prayer, Jesus gives us the essence of Christian faith in one prayer.

Then he tells them a parable of the man who had guests at his house, but no food. So he runs over to his neighbor’s house at midnight and knocks on the door. The man comes to the door in his nightshirt. "What do you want?" Give me some bread. I’ve got company. "Leave us alone, can’t you see we’re sleeping." But because of the man’s persistence, the neighbor gives him some food. Jesus is reminding us that we need to be persistent in our requests to God. After all, prayer is a beseeching, pleading, begging. Prayer is based on an unflinching conviction that God wants to give us what we need most. Persevere in prayer.

Then the passage closes with these great words, giving us a theology of asking. "Ask, and you will receive; seek, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened." (Luke 11:9) If you do not ask, you will not receive. This is true not only for fund-raising and church stewardship committees; it is also true of our relationship to God. Ask, seek, knock.

The good news from Luke is that Jesus is a person of prayer. He is energized, inspirited, strengthened, guided by the Holy Spirit. The Spirit is given, directly connected to Jesus’ praying. At his baptism, he is praying, and the Holy Spirit comes upon him. In the middle of great popularity, he goes off to pray, and the Spirit nourishes him. Finally his disciples, who are slow to get it, come to the teachable moment, and they ask, "Teach us to pray." 

The good news is that prayer is learned. We learn from Jesus that prayer is not an option. It’s not some pious act we do only when we’re in trouble or facing a life or death situation. Prayer is the way we stay connected to the Source of new life. Prayer is the way we open ourselves to the vitality of the Spirit. In prayer God gives us the gift of the Holy Spirit, and the Spirit brings us new energy and new courage, freeing us to do God’s work, to continue Jesus’ ministry.

We are called to be people of prayer and people of action.
So may it be for us. Amen.
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